Introduction: Dominant Discourses around ICTs
E ACH YEAR IN Australia, millions of dollars are spent on equipment, software and training in attempts to persuade people living in rural areas to become 'wired'. The justification for such investment is found in the promises made by proponents of ICTs that these technologies would enhance the lifestyles of rural people. It is often argued that these new technologies will free rural dwellers from the burdens of geographic isolation and economic disadvantage and enhance their ability to influence the democratic processes of governance.
Not surprisingly, within Australia, the dominant discourses surrounding ICTs all extol the virtues of these technologies -'cyber-revolutionary discourses'. Among policy-making bodies the trend is to emphasize "…the importance of communication and information technologies…" (Lankshear, Snyder, and Green, 2000: 52) . This trend, forms part of, and is expressed through, the various forms of 'growth', 'development' or 'prosperity' discourses found in the conservative political ideology of neo-liberal economics (Gilpin, 1995; Spiegal, 1995) . These discourses, however, are not neutral because they shape our understanding of the world in a dynamic way.
The invocation of particular discourses enables displays of authorised "knowledge"; authorised points of view that close off or restrict dissenting points of view (Foucault, 1981) by normalising certain acts and utterances (Potter, 1996) . However, in so ordering our social life, they also allow us to find "interruptions" to the normal flow of everyday life, giving us points of reference from which to begin to examine change processes and power relations 1980) . By examining these interruptions we can begin to understand not only the stable aspects of social groupings but also, perhaps, gain insight into the processes of social transformation (Clegg, 1992; Hammersley, 1992; Layder, 1994) .
The Australian Federal Government leads the pack when it comes to 'cyber-revolutionary' discourses. The final report of the Information Policy Advisory Council (IPAC), which helped the then Federal Government with ICT infrastructure policy, states:
[W]e can deploy the wonders of the Internet and the technological platforms of this 'information age' to transform the possibilities for rural Australia, to the benefit of all Australians. All we need is vision and determination. All we need is a sure focus on the huge opportunities there to be grasped. (IPAC, 1997. Emphasis added).
A document from the Networking the Nation (NTN, 1997) promotional material puts forward the following proposition.
Each community has its own unique needs and possible solutions that could be funded through Networking the Nation. Improved telecommunications services can stimulate local economies, result in more jobs, improved access to information, education, training, health and other government and private sector services. … (Emphasis added).
The discourses deployed in these examples frame the resultant discussion of ICTs and formulate a limited range of subject positions. They offer a functionalist perspective that serves to reinforce the argument that adopting certain technologies will enhance the life experience of actors. What is absent from these discursive constructions is any reference to the actual everyday lives of those who will be affected by the introduction of ICT.
Our argument so far has been that, the dominant discourses promote ICTs as offering a range of benefits such as economic prosperity, jobs growth, access to services and other, perhaps, ephemeral potentials. These effects we term the emancipatory potentials of ICTs. Following on, this paper explores the technological experiences of rural people with a focus on their experiences with computing and internet technologies. The main question we seek to answer is: Are the promised emancipatory potentials of ICTs being realised in the lives of people residing in rural Australia? In the following section, we introduce Habermas' constructs of 'communicative action' and 'emancipatory potentials' as the basis for constructing a model to test the proposition that ICTs have emancipatory potentials.
Habermas' 'Communicative Action' and 'Emancipatory Potentials'
Habermas describes communicative action as a dynamic relationship between "system and lifeworld" (Habermas, 1994: 144) . He contends that in modern capitalist societies the lifeworld has been "colonised" by the institutional processes of the system and argues that this rationalised world (the system) has "buried alive" many of the possibilities for true communication leading to a crisis of legitimisation. A two level theory based around the notions of 'crisis of capitalism' and 'lifeworld', represents Habermas' way of addressing the issue of human emancipation.
According to Habermas the potential for emancipation is realised as people become aware of the 'crisis of capitalism'. He argues that in 'late capitalist' societies the social organism is in crisis; a crisis that is not just an objective process but one in which the subject's understanding is involved. In his view, the prospect of emancipation is only realisable if "the resolution of the crisis affects liberation of the subject caught up in it" (Habermas, 1975: 1) . He argues that like individuals, societies have "identities" which are built up over time and are expressed as a type of cultural consensus. People are socialised into the culture in which they will live and are socialised to accept certain "goal values". Unlike individuals however, societies "assert themselves in a hypercomplex environment through altering either system elements or goal values, or both, in order to maintain themselves at a new level of control" (Habermas, 1975: 3) . When a society is unable to exert the control it needs for self sustenance (via its normative and legitimating structures), anomic conditions arise and "crisis states assume the form of disintegration of social institutions" (Habermas, 1975: 3) . As long as individuals are able to internalise the "symbolically represented structures of expectation" (Habermas, 1975: 95) learnt within the lifeworld, the social order remains relatively stable. The lifeworld is that sphere of activity in which an individual learns the "unquestioned cultural givens from which those participating in communication draw agreed-upon patterns of interpretation" (Habermas, 1990: 135) . His argument is that in our time, these stable structures are failing, resulting in increased unrest and social disintegration. The cause being failure of the socialisation processes to provide adequate explanations or resolutions to the contradictions inherent in modern capitalist societies (Habermas, 1994) . As "system imperatives clash with independent communication structures" the lifeworld begins to deteriorate (Habermas, 1994: 144) .
The lifeworld is a negotiated construct formed from the experience of individuals as they "acquire and sustain their identity by appropriating traditions, belonging to social groups, and taking part in socialising interactions" (Habermas, 1990: 102) . He notes that the various lifeworlds "collide" with each other, forming "a fragile network" that has overthrown the deterministic central tendency. Any centre that is claimed to exist is a "projection" of the various lifeworlds, a phantasm of agreed communicative action (Habermas, 1994) . This normalised, "agreed" upon "virtual centre" is accepted societally as, perhaps, the collective thought of total anomie is too frightening for the collective social conscience to endure. It is into this breach that the steering media of mass communications steps. These media have made possible a "highly differentiated network of public spheres" (Habermas, 1994: 153) which allows for a mediation of the contradictions of modern life. Nonetheless, Habermas (1994) sees the mass media as having 'emancipatory potential' for the public sphere. He writes:
[m]ass media can simultaneously contextualise and concentrate processes of reaching understanding, but it is only in the first instance that they relieve interaction from yes/no responses to criticisable validity claims. (1994:143) .
Habermas conceptualises the problem of modern social life "as a relation among four terms: family, (official) economy, state and 'public sphere'" (Frazer, 1986: 41) and argues that the relations of these four 'terms' are, in effect, the loci of the working out of the experience of the lifeworld. The 'public sphere' according to Habermas, is where social action will be formed to deal with the problem of the lifeworld. He describes the public sphere as those domains which are neither bred nor kept by a political system for the purposes of creating legitimacy … that arise spontaneously out of micro-domains of everyday practice [and which] can develop into autonomous public spheres and consolidate as self-supporting higher level intersubjectivities [and] of self-organisation [that] strengthen the capacity for action. (Habermas, 1994: 157) Habermas allows the construction of a two level theoretical construct. The first level is predicated on the ideal of communicative action; that process whereby consensus is reached through the 'ideal speech situation'. The second level is that of the emancipatory potentials of the mass media. It is this concept of 'emancipatory potential' of mass media that we borrow and apply to ICTs (particularly the internet) in this study, as exponents of the technology seek to make it a mass medium.
Emancipatory Potentials and ICTs: Four Conditions
As indicated in the previous section, the proponents of ICTs argue that ICTs will bring about new types of social and economic arrangements that will enhance the lives of people living in rural areas. In order to test the validity of the claims made in the dominant discourses, we draw from the work of Habermas and others to construct a model to use to verify or reject the claims. The model is made up of four key areas of concern. These are:
1. The ability for ICTs to increase participation in public sphere issues; 2. How ICTs are being used by rural people; 3. The ability of ICTs to overcome the limitations of situatedness or context; 4. Whether ICTs assist in change processes or whether they form sites of resistance to change.
The subsequent discussion looks at each of the four areas in the model in some detail. Dahlberg (2001) notes that the Internet, as a public sphere, meets the requirements of Habermas' theory of communicative action and allows emancipatory potentials to be realised. In order to determine whether ICT use increases the potential for emancipation, we need to examine how people in rural Victoria use them and whether this use has changed their everyday living experience. If people in rural Victoria are experiencing the promised emancipatory potentials of ICTs we should find evidence of their use leading to more open participation in a range of public sphere issues such as political activities. We would also expect to find evidence of this participation leading to changes in the way they perceive their world. The first condition that needs to be met then is that ICTs will increase participation in a range of public sphere issues and this will result in changes to the way people experience their everyday lives.
Participation

Integration and Uses of ICTs
In measuring the emancipatory potentials of ICTs, the issue of integration of ICTs into the daily routine of people, can be examined through the ways in which people use ICTs. Several questions can be asked in this regard. For example, in what ways do people in our sample population take up and use ICTs? How much time do they spend interacting with the technologies? Furthermore, does their use of ICTs align their outlook on ICTs with the expectations of the dominant discourses? In answering these questions we would expect to find that the participants in this project use them to increase educational, training and employment opportunities. Using ICTs in these ways would align their online activities with those predicted in the dominant discourses.
Situatedness and Context
In testing the validity of the claim of the dominant discourses that ICTs offer emancipatory potentials we can examine the ways these technologies assist in overcoming context or situatedness. If ICTs do offer the ability to overcome the constraints of context or situatedness we could expect to find, in the experience of individuals, evidence of their emancipatory potential as described by the dominant discourses. Or, put another way, the uptake and use of ICTs will lead to changes in the lives of rural people by allowing them to overcome feelings of geographical isolation, thereby overcoming their 'situatedness' in the rural 'context'.
Responses to Change
Wyatt (1999) points out that once people have been exposed to [ICT's] wonders, they will embrace it whole-heartedly. Consequently, it is expected that if ICTs do provide emancipatory potentials, then once their benefits have been experienced, it would be difficult for people to stop using them. Some of the questions arising from this position are: Have the changes brought about by the introduction of ICTs always been positive? How have rural Victorians responded to the changes brought about by the introduction of ICTs? One would expect to find positive responses to these questions and little objection or resistance to their introduction.
Research Methods
A total of 161 questionnaires were mailed out in mid April 2001 to respondents selected randomly from a database of 2500 names. Of these, 28 completed questionnaires were returned, giving a response rate of 17%. Of the 28 people who returned completed questionnaires, 10 indicated their willingness to take part in a face-to-face interview. The questionnaire was designed to gather some basic demographic data along with information relating to the level and use of ICTs in the home. A number of questions sought to address issues such as time spent connected to the Internet, self assessed skill level and the benefits and problems experienced by the respondent.
A number of open-ended questions were included in the survey questionnaire as well. Two final questions were designed to elicit responses to what might be described as phrases located within the dominant discourses. They first asked respondents to position themselves along a continuum from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree" then they were asked to "please tell us why". Data from the two sources were analysed separately but are presented together for ease of understanding. It is worth pointing out however, that, on the whole the response rate for both the questionnaires and face-to-face interviews was very low. While this makes it impossible to make statistically reliable claims, we wish to point out that this is an ethnographic study (as the analysis clearly shows) hence the findings should be read and interpreted in that light. We are therefore not making any claims of a quantitative nature.
Findings and Discussion
In this section, we present and discuss the specific findings relating to each of the components of the four-part in the model discussed earlier. While the discussion will address the four conditions thematically, it is worth noting that in the experience of the respondents there were no firm boundaries between them; the issues raised by the model are intertwined in complex relations to each other.
Participation
In relation to public sphere issues it was found that, overall, this sample population appears to have limited engagement with public sphere issues. However, it seems that the participants hold mixed perceptions of the changes brought about by ICTs at the macro social of level. For some, the removal of physical services, such as banking outlets, as a result of technological advances is reported as a negative experience while, for others, these changes are an inevitable outcome of political and economic progress. In relation to the matter of participation in public sphere issues, the data indicates that there are potentials for ICTs to allow engagement with them, but that potential is, among this sample population, under-utilised.
Integration and use of ICTs
Respondents use ICTs primarily to find information or to keep in touch with family and friends. Most of the respondents are online for 10 or less hours per week. While for one or two, there was confidence in the ability for ICTs to provide safe and reliable financial services, for the majority of the participants there was a hesitation to use the technology for these activities. Although most of the respondents "strongly agree" or "agree" with the statement reflecting the rhetoric of the dominant discourses, many of them thought that any benefits were of little use to them or would be severely limited due to infrastructure limitations.
In response to the statement: "I enjoy the new freedom the Internet has brought me. I can find anything I want and enjoy being able to 'talk' with people from around the world", the majority (about 70% of survey respondents) "agree or strongly agree", while almost one third (25%) were undecided "neither agree[ing] nor disagree[ing]". The remaining respondents either "disagree" or "strongly disagree" with the statement. Of those who did "strongly agree" or "agree" a number of comments indicate that they qualify their agreement in some way. Comments such as: "Internet access is extremely frustrating" and "the Internet is cumbersome and often slow" indicate some 'slippage' between the respondents' expectations of the technology and the reality they encounter when using it. Time considerations also play an important part in determining what people do on line. A "lack of interest / time issues" made up a little more than half (54%) of the total number of responses.
All respondents agreed with the statement: "Investing more money in Information Technology and the Internet will bring enormous benefits to rural and regional Australia". Sixty five percent of respondents made comments that indicate they felt ICTs helped them "overcome geographical barriers" and 61% mentioned that ICTs could bring about "communications benefits". Very few responses pointed to "economic" benefits that may flow from a greater investment in ICT. "Lack of skill" was cited as a problem to be overcome in some of the responses. Indeed, some of the respondents were critical of the touted economic benefits, making statements like:
What are the promised benefits and to whom will they accrue… I guess it hasn't been so applicable to me These sentiments notwithstanding, some of the responses came close to replicating the rhetoric found in the dominant discourses as portrayed in the following example:
ICTs will improve farm business prospects by allowing businesses to keep a check on prices in overseas markets and therefore better "hedge" their contracts. … if ICTs are used in this way they will motivate primary producers to do better at their business which will in turn increase incomes One respondent however insisted that unless infrastructure is improved any benefits "… will pass the bush by, no matter what the rhetoric is.'Cause I just don't think the infrastructure's there".
What can be concluded from these responses is that, in the main, the respondents use ICTs in similar ways and for similar pursuits to the participants in other studies (Dahlberg, 2001; Entertainment Insights, 2000; Forrester Research, 2000; GRIS, 1999) . It can also be concluded that while participants agree with the rhetoric found within the dominant discourses, they find, in their own lives, little direct benefits brought about by ICTs. A tentative response to the data presented here would be that among this sample there is little evidence to support the assertion that ICTs will somehow "free" people from their embodied existence.
Situatedness and Context
The data indicates that respondents believe that ICT mediated 'travel' can occur. Whether this 'travel' is to find information, participate in political issues or to 'visit' family or friends, the sample population perceives ICTs as being able to free them from their situatedness. The quote below is illustrative: I just signed [myself] onto ICQ so I can talk to my family, well my brothers because they're, one's in New South Wales and one's the other side of Melbourne. So instead of picking up the phone I'll get onto the Internet that way.
While many of the participants discussed the ability for ICTs to allow them to transcend geography, their situatedness was implicit in their complaints about ICT infrastructure problems. These limitations were experienced as continual connection dropouts, slow down-load speeds, high ISP costs and lack of professional technical back up or service. Even when their computers were working well the participants were finding that the promise of fast, reliable and efficient service was not their experienced reality:
To begin with, it is really slow. Sometimes you can't even log on when you want to, and especially at peak periods. … Sometimes you cannot get on at night at all. It's pretty bad, that's the worst thing about it, and the time like to down load too, it's just so slow. Sometimes it takes forever, just to get on.
We've gotta get into satellite communication that are affordable for these remote communities.
The second of these two examples illustrates a common trend found within the data. Many of the participants seemed to adopt the attitude that it was up to someone else to fix their technological problems, most notably, the Government. Their comments indicate feelings of a lack of influence over the processes that prevent them from reaching the ideal situations they have been told to expect. They locate centres of power and control as remote and, seemingly, uncontrollable. While they were able to point to the obvious sources of their concerns (i. e. the telephone company, the ISP or the government) their comments seem to indicate they were aligning themselves with the dominant discourse's authorisation and legitimation of the digital 'dream'. In other words, if they got onto the 'information superhighway' their journey would be fast, enjoyable and transcendent (Chandler, 1997; Mattelart and Mattelart, 1998) . The internalisation of the myths and 'cultural givens', shaped by technological determinist discourses, seems to hinder reflection on the interplay between system and lifeworld by the participants. Habermas' argument is that this results from the colonisation of the lifeworld by system imperatives, which distort perception of the material circumstance. While the key purpose of a political and ideological system may be to create legitimacy, that legitimacy is questioned overtly or covertly each time a disjuncture between the system and lifeworld is encountered (Foucualt, 1972; Habermas, 1994) .
Responses to Change
This part of the model poses the question: "How are the changes brought about by ICTs viewed by the participants?" The data shows that responses to the changes brought about by the introduction of ICTs were varied; all of them having been affected in some way. The responses can be grouped into three main categories: (i) neutral (ii) negative, and (iii) positive. Under the neutral category, the most obvious changes ICTs have brought about in social processes are those that have occurred in the home. The location of the computer within the home was a prime consideration for those participants who had children at home.
According to respondents, the computer was in the main living area which allowed them "to help the kids" from time to time to gather information from the Internet for use in school projects. In some ways the function of the Internet is similar to a library or set of encyclopaedias. In the case of parents helping their children complete school projects, the mode of finding information has changed rather than the process. The computer occupied no special 'place' in the home and its function was not permitted to interrupt the family routines. They had set boundaries around using the computer:
The kids know that they've got chores to do and they don't get onto the computer 'til they do their chores".
We have a 'central computer', which is subject to the rules in our house and one of them is that the computer is only on for a certain amount of time.
For these respondents then, ICTs had not so much displaced family routines as becoming another addition to the home's technological collection.
Those who viewed ICTs as negative found the computer isolating. The responses below are illustrative:
Computers are a very impersonal thing. They're a one off, if one person is in front of the computer, there's not a family in front of the computer.
My son and my daughter-in-law used to bring the kids up and as they grew older and started using computers at school, they'd come up here and spend the whole time up here with the computer. I was horrified and I thought, well that's stupidity and just a waste; a waste of life almost.
Those who belong to this category were concerned about the wider implications for change that ICTs might bring to family structures. In the case of the respondent who commented about his grandchildren's use of the computer, he had watched his children grow up in a closely connected farming community whose whole life was outside and making their own entertainment … they had their ponies and they'd be off on their own adventures and exploring and picnics and things Asked about the changing role played by parents as 'supervisors' of their children's activities, he responded thus:
… well definitely you'd spend more time with the children [then] and now there doesn't seem to be a necessity for parents to spend time with the children, 'cause they're thoroughly occupied with this machine. I think that's one of the worst things about it.
These negative attitudes can be contrasted with the positive experiences of other respondents. One respondent for example who taught himself how to use computers had over a period of about three years moved from being reliant on farming practices for his income to becoming a consultant and community facilitator. In his words:
I could see with my farming, I've been a farmer all my life, until the last couple of years and I could just see the way it was going, which was going to change, so I thought well we'd better learn something about [computers] .
Another participant had undergone a major mid-life change of occupation and had found ICTs provided him with a new focus. He had been a senior manager with a multinational company with a team of people working under his supervision. Caught up in an employment restructuring process during the mid 1980's he had opted for early retirement. In the middle of writing a book, he stated:
Yeah, it was really the motivating factor for me to have that access to the Internet and my new lifestyle is affording me the leisure of coming to grips with ICTs at my own pace These experiences of change are imbued with historically formed cultural references. Family, work and lifestyle are all culturally constructed and normalised by the legitimating structures within the culture. The older man, whose experience is negative, looks back at the way his family was expected to behave at a given historical time. He romanticises the experience which is, for him, as real as the loss he now feels. Feeling trapped by changes in cultural expectations, he longs to have the type of interaction with his grandchildren as he had with his own children. Change to him is top down, exogenous, imposing, and irresistible. For those with positive experiences though, change is part of the ongoing process of life. However, below the surface reading, there is, for both these respondents, a sense of inevitability. Change is inevitable; those who view it positively seem to say: if one does not adapt to the new environment being created by ICTs, one will be rolled over by them, obliterated.
In one sense this interpretation of the positive responses emphasises the change process as exogenous and unavoidable, a theme, which also recurs in the dominant discourses (National Research Foundation, 2001; IPAC, 1997) . For the positives, their participation and experience is one of 'survival' and 'adaptation', a pragmatic response to a changing and evolving political economy at the micro level. On the larger global scale, nation states position themselves in similar ways, invoking threats of unseen forces which are beyond their control and which will overtake them unless they embrace ICTs (National Research Foundation, 2001) .
Conclusion: Technologies of Emancipation?
The findings of this study demonstrate how sociocultural and other realities shape human behaviour within societies (Kwansah-Aidoo, 2005/6). While human conduct within society may be shaped by a variety of factors, including characteristic differences in individual orientation and experiences, it is clear from this study that larger societal orientations, including circulating discourses, also play a part. This paper began by asking the question: Are the promised emancipatory potentials of ICTs being realised in the lives of people in rural Victoria? In addressing this broad question two issues were examined. The first issue was the way people in rural Victoria take up and utilise ICTs. The second issue was how the utilisation of ICTs may have changed the way these people live their lives.
A four-part model based on the Habermasian constructs of 'communicative action' and 'emancipatory potential' was used as the basis for interpreting and discussing the data. The findings show that participants have little involvement in public sphere issues although, in the main, they held concerns about the impacts of ICTs on the social institutions in their towns. A number of factors influence the ways participants took up and utilised ICTs. While participants attempted to align themselves with the dominant discourses, they did so only in a limited utilitarian way.
The ability of ICTs to overcome the problems of situatedness was found to be limited. Respondents were constantly reminded of the limitations of their situatedness, which in turn highlighted to them their geographical isolation, a point emphasised by Millward (1998) . Their responses indicate that they negotiate a cognitive dissonance influenced, on one side, by their attempts to align themselves with the myths and ideals of the dominant discourses and, on the other, by the fact that costs, some aspects of context and the loci of power remain beyond their control.
Overall, participants interpreted change processes involving ICTs in different ways. The dominant discourses frame discussions in terms of macro benefits (NTN, 1997), making generalisations devoid of any linkages to the needs of individuals. However, participants in this study seem more concerned about changes to their personal domains than the macrosocial potentials of ICTs. So, while they do not resist ICTs in the sense of rejecting them, they place limits or controls on their use and it seems all are prepared, to varying degrees, to adopt ICTs into their lifeworld.
One of the main issues this paper has highlighted is that there are major technical constraints that continue to limit the way people in rural areas experience ICTs. It has been reported in greater detail elsewhere (Besley, 2000; Gibson Quai, 2000) that technical, economic and other practical considerations limit the uptake and use of ICTs in rural areas. Besley (2000: 12) observes that those who control many of the services related to ICTs have a "limited understanding of the circumstances of rural and remote consumers". Yet, it is these same people, who create, distribute and promote ICTs, and who promulgate the claims of the dominant discourses. This project once more highlights, although in a limited way, the issues that rural people face in trying to attain the promise of the dominant discourses.
Finally, while acknowledging that the low number of responses raises difficulties in making statistically reliable or meaningful and supportable quantitative claims, we believe that as an ethnographic study, the findings are still noteworthy. From the limited data presented here, emerge a picture which enables us to make the qualitative claim that there seems to be some hope for the ability of ICTs to be influential in the process of sustaining or developing processes for communicative action. If communicative action is understood as that process of actively being involved in obtaining understanding then ICTs seem to offer some possibilities for that to occur. It is through understanding that emancipatory potentials can be realised. Nonetheless, there are larger discursive practices that continue to hold some captive due to their situatedness, economic circumstance or desire to retain a traditional lifestyle. Yet, by being able to use ICTs to overcome some of these contextualised limitations, there remains the hope that emancipation, as theorised by Habermas, is possible. How that is to be realised is yet to be determined but will only be achieved by actively engaging in the change process. Certainly it can be argued that this hope is no more an ideal than that maintained by the cyber myths and perpetuated by the invocation of the dominant discourses.
